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The Everglades ecosystems
contain diverse environments that
stretch from the middle of the
Florida peninsula to Florida Bay.
The unique resources and condi-
tions the Everglades provide
helped to shape the course of
history and development in South
Florida and remain a key compo-
nent of the physical and economic
landscape.  In addition to its
importance to Florida, the Ever-
glades ecosystems have been
designated by the United Nations as a World Heritage Site
and an International Biosphere Reserve.

The United States Geological Survey (USGS) has many
ongoing research projects that are expanding scientific
knowledge of the unique ecosystems and their inhabitants.
The work being done by USGS scientists is providing
sound scientific data to facilitate efforts to restore the
Everglades to its original functions.

The Everglades is composed of diverse ecosystems includ-
ing estuaries, pinelands, hardwood hammocks, prairies and
cypress systems.  These areas provide unique conditions
for a vast array of plant and animal communities.

Florida Bay

Florida Bay is the 850 square mile estuary where fresh water
flowing from the Everglades meets with the salt water of
the ocean.  With an average depth of four to five feet, the
cloudy, brackish water of Florida Bay is home to many
species of gamefish such as bonefish, tarpon, snook and
seatrout.  Seagrasses and mangroves provide shelter to

many marine
species as
they develop.
According to
the National
Park Service,
this “nursery”
supports a
$300 million
sport fishery
and a $100
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Fire burning in the Everglades

million commercial fishery adja-
cent to the Park.  In addition,
Florida Bay is home to marine
mammals such as Atlantic bottle-
nose dolphins and West Indian
manatees, as well as reptiles,
including green sea turtles and
American crocodiles.

In the past few decades, the plant
and animal communities of  Florida
Bay have undergone significant
changes.  Algal blooms constrict
the amount of sunlight and oxygen

available to seagrasses that provide the foundation of
habitats.  As plans to restore the Bay to its original state are
being considered, USGS scientists are studying the factors
that are thought to have contributed to the degraded
conditions.  In order to ascertain the best methods for
restoration, scientists are determining which changes are
parts of the ecosystem’s natural cycle and which resulted
from human activities.

Pinelands

Flatwoods, or the pineland ecosystems of the Everglades
are characterized by open, sunny conditions and their
relatively high elevation.  The inches that separate the
pineland habitats from marshes provide a dryer setting in
which slash pine flourishes.  The pine has adapted a multi-
layered bark that provides protection from fire.  Pinelands
are dependent upon fire to clear out the hammock species
that crowd the ecosystem and produce too much shade
with their dense canopies.  The USGS has ongoing research
studying fire in the pineland ecosystems including determin-
ing the
effect of
repeated
fires at
different
seasons and
frequencies.
The data
will be
useful to fire
management
programs in

The Everglades is composed of diverse ecosystems and
vegetation, such as mangroves pictured above.
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